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Courtship may be defined as the interaction between male and female leading to the decision about mating or mate choice. Whereas male courtship usually involves an intense display that incorporates both visual and acoustic components, female courtship is often less intense. Studies of courtship behaviour have been male biased, focusing on what traits males should possess to elicit species recognition, be successful in female mate choice and maximize their own fitness (e.g. Sorenson & Derrickson 1994; Balakrishnan & Pollack 1996; Nelson & Nolen 1997; Isoherranen et al. 1999; Saethre et al. 1999) .
Descriptive studies of courtship behaviours suggest that these often occur in relatively fixed sequences where the progression from one behaviour in the sequence to the next depends on the other sex responding (e.g. Tinbergen 1953; Lind 1959 Lind , 1961 Zann 1996) . Despite the obvious potential for females to influence male courtship display, this has been investigated experimentally in only a few species, for example the satin bowerbird, Ptilonorhynchus violaceus, where the female's crouching behaviour can modify the male's courtship display (G. L. Patricelli, personal communication).
A few studies suggest that female vocalizations signal their receptivity to copulation (e.g. alpine accentor, Prunella collaris: Langmore et al. 1996 ; Barbary macaque, Macaca sylvanus: Semple & McComb 2000) . Another study has suggested that the female domestic fowl, Gallus gallus domesticus, can signal unfavourable periods for copulation (Pizzari & Birkhead 2001) . Contextual evidence suggests that quiet copulation trills in blackbirds, Turdus merula, uttered by copulation-soliciting females elicit male mounting (e.g. Dabelsteen et al. 1998) . Furthermore, female vocalizations may also have intrasexual functions in some species (e.g. Arcese et al. 1988; Searcy & Yasukawa 1995; Langmore 1998) . Playback studies have shown that female vocalizations can be used to attract males (Langmore & Davies 1997) or induce them to defend the nest site (Yasukawa 1989) . Female signals thus seem to have the potential to influence various male behaviours, which suggests that they can carry a great variety of information. Animal signalling has been discussed in terms of whether multiple signals carry information about one trait or message ('backup signals') or about several traits or messages ('multiple messages'; Møller & Pomiankowski 1993; Johnstone 1996) . However, questions about multiple signalling have not yet been tested in females, although Semple & McComb (2000) suggested that female Barbary macaques use multiple signals to indicate their sexual receptivity.
Observations of natural courtship interactions in the whitethroat suggest that the female plays an active role by initiating and/or responding to the male's courtship in different ways. Whitethroat males perform courtship
